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Abstract: Singapore, which started its modern life as a trading port under the British
rule in 1819, became a sovereign nation in 1965, breaking away from the federation
of Malaya just a few years after independence. Since 1965, the leaders of Singapore
have transformed Singapore many times, starting from its trading roots, to being a
manufacturing centre, to financial centre, to a service economy till its present state as
R&D centre for science & technology. This paper presents an overview of the
development of design education in Singapore, starting with vocational schools that
taught design as a skills, through the polytechnic education systems to the present
state where there are three universities offering design education at bachelor’s level
together with a semi-autonomous college of the arts. While sketching the overview of
design education as it unfolded since 1988, the author offers his personal insights into
how the emergence of design education in this island state coincided with the
changing phases of Singapore’s economy, concluding with his observation of where
design education could be heading in the age of ‘design thinking’.
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Introduction
Modern Singapore’s history starts in 1819 when a young clerk from the East India
Company named Stamford Raffles set up a trading post in 1819, before signing a treaty
later with the Sultan of Johore, a sultanate located at the southern end of the Malayan
peninsula, just north of Singapore, to make Singapore a part of the ‘Straits Settlement’
of the East India Company. In 1963, Malaysia and Singapore gained independence from
the British and was named as Malaya & Singapore before Singapore broke away from
this confederation to become the Republic of Singapore in August 1965.
Figure 1 shows the island of the Republic of Singapore relations to it two large
neighbours, Malaysia and Indonesia. With a population of 5.31 million as at June 2012,
Singapore today is a plural society with a population distribution of: Chinese 74%,
Malays 13.5%, Indians 9% and others 3.5% (source: Department of Statistics of
Singapore).

Figure 1. Singapore and its neighbours in the Malyasian archipelago
Source: http://asean.fta.govt.nz/singapore-overview

Before setting out to give an overview of design education in Singapore, this paper
will give a brief outline of the economic growth of Singapore since 1965, in order to
give credence to the development of education over this period. In reviewing the
economic growth and education development of Singapore over the last 47 years, the
author will identify factors that have influenced the growth of design education in
general and the acceptance of design as an economic driver by the government of
Singapore, paving way for the present design education ecosystem in the country.

From a debacle to a miracle
Chang (1998), in a book titled ‘From an Economic Debacle to an Economic Miracle’
published by the Economic Development Board (EDB) of Singapore, has described the
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extensive planning and meticulous execution of the strategies by EDB as well as other
government agencies that has brought Singapore to what it is today. Embedded within
the text is also the development of vocational and technical education, which
ultimately has lead to the introduction of formal design education in Singapore. This in
a way highlights the importance of economic growth in the development of education
in Singapore. Yip et al (1997) in the chapter titled ’25 Years of Educational Reform’ in a
book titled ‘Education in Singapore’ quotes the first Prime Minister of Singapore, Mr.
Lee Kwan Yew as saying during a speech in 1966:
We must have qualities of leadership at the top and qualities of cohesion on the
ground. This pyramidal structure of top leaders, good executives, welldisciplined civic-conscious broad mass can only be produced by our education
(page 4)
Yip et al (1997) go on to say that, ‘ faith in the potential power of education is
backed up by a high degree of political will, meticulous planning and resource support
to attain the goals set for education’. Statements such as these make education
development look like the main driver for the growth of the country during the initial
years as a sovereign country. However, with the geo-political situations surrounding
Singapore being gloomy, the political will of Singapore to survive as a free nation meant
that the government had to look at two basic issues that confronted them in 1965;
firstly, the need to unify the English based education system and the language based
education systems into a common education thread at the primary and secondary
education levels. Secondly, the government had to deal swiftly in bringing down the
unemployment rate, which stood at 14% (source: National Heritage Board). The young
government of 1965 soon faced a third issue, with the occurrence of two racial riots
that tore communities apart. There was an urgent need for unity and cohesion in order
for Singapore to survive, leave alone grow. Yip et al (1997) show the change in the tone
and tenor in the Prime Minister in the following:
…produce a community that feels together…The reflexes of group thinking must
be built to ensure the survival of the community…this means a reorientation of
emphasis and a reshuffling of values (italics by the author). (page 10).
In the author’s opinion, this reorientation of emphasis and the reshuffling of values
meant that Singapore could not afford to de-couple the development of education
from the economic development at that point in time.

Economic Development
Gopinthan (1997) in the chapter titled ‘Education and Development in Singapore’
clearly outlines the relationship between economic growth and education development
in Singapore. Hence a brief understanding of the spectacular economic growth may be
necessary. A good measure of economic growth of a country would be its Gross
Domestic Product (GDP). The GDP of a nation could be defined as the total market
value of all final goods and services produced by that country in a given year, equal to
total consumer, investment and government spending, plus the value of exports, minus
the value of imports. (source: www.investorwords.com). Since the citizen and resident
population of Singapore has risen from 1.89 million in 1965 to 3.8 million in 2012
651
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(source: www.singstat.gov.sg), it may be better to measure the economic progress of
Singapore by GDP per Capita. Investorwords.com again defines GDP per Capita as an
approximation of the value of goods produced per person in the country, equal to the
country’s GDP divided by the total number of people in the country. Table 1 shows the
growth of GDP per Capita since 1965.
Table 1. Growth and Development in Singapore Economy
Source : http://www.singstat.gov.sg

Sector
GDP per Capita
(USD)

1965
516

1985
6748

2005
29,400

2012
50,000 (est)

The figures in Table 1 shows that, technically, Singapore’s economy has grown
roughly one hundred times since 1965. It is a very high order for a small city-state,
which is smaller than many of the megacities in the world such as, New York City,
Mexico City, Shanghai and others. Gopinathan (1997) also suggests another way of
viewing the transformation of Singapore economy by examining the structural changes
in the economy that reflects the shift in inter-sector growth. In 1965, Singapore had a
small agricultural sector with some 20,000 farms then occupying more than 14,000
hectares of land, according to the Agr-food & Veterinary Authority of Singapore (AVA).
Today there is hardly any agricultural activity left with a few farms located near Lim Chu
Kang area of Singapore.
How did the education system grow during this period of steady upward growth of
Singapore economy? How did Singapore get to where it is today in terms of design
education?

Education Development
One way to understand the development of design education in Singapore is to
follow the development of technical education in Singapore since 1965. Sathikh (2011)
in a chapter titled ‘Transformal Role of Product Design in Singapore’s Transition to a
Service Economy' groups this development into five stages.
F ROM 1965 – S ETTING THE SCENE
Sathikh (2011) says that in order to fulfill the immediate requirement for technical
manpower, Singapore’s Ministry of Education started concentrating on ‘technical and
vocational schools’. Several such schools such as the Singapore Vocational Institute
(SVI) graduated workers with certificates in Mechanical Engineering Practice, Electrical
Fitting, Electrical Installation, Radio Servicing, Motor Vehicle Mechanics, Refrigeration
and Air-conditioning, Plumbing, Wood Craft and Construction, Building Drawing, Ship
Building, Sheet Metal and Welding, etc. Even the Teachers Training College was pressed
into introducing a two-year course in Certificate of Teaching (Technical) in order to fill
the vacancies for qualified ‘technical’ teachers. This approach seem to have fulfilled the
type of industrial growth that Singapore was experiencing, with the Economic
Development Board (EDB) taking an all out initiative to persuade foreign businesses
and industries to invest in Singapore and open factories. Realising that Singapore
needed technical manpower beyond what was offered by the vocational schools,
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Singapore established six special training centres with the support from the United
Nations through its UNDP programme.
With many factories in operation in a short period of time, with the need to fill
supervisory level technical manpower, Singapore established the first two polytechnics,
the Singapore Polytechnic and Ngee Ann Polytechnic (initially named Ngee Ann
Technical College), which paved the way for post secondary school (post high school)
education in areas such as Mechanical Engineering, Electrical and Electronic
Engineering, Civil Engineering, Architectural Studies, etc. Graduates from these
polytechnics were awarded a diploma after three years of study (Sathikh 2011).
Realising the need to produce more than a diploma level technical manpower,
Singapore established a faculty of engineering at the University of Singapore (renamed
as National University of Singapore) in 1968, paving the way for a bachelor level degree
course for the first time.
This level of education development brought Singapore to its first stage of technical
proficiency, namely the ability to manufacture parts that could be assembled in
Singapore or elsewhere into products for consumption.
Was there any attempt to introduce design education at this stage of economic
development? Singapore did have an art school named the Nanyang Academy of Fine
Arts (NAFA- established in 1938) and the Baharuddin Vocational Institute (BVIestablished in 1969) which were sending out students with diplomas in ‘pure arts’ and
‘applied arts (Sathikh 2011). Both NAFA and BVI graduates were fulfilling the need for
creative manpower in the fledging advertisement and other market industries that had
started in the face of the economic boom.
1970 S – F OUNDATION
The seventies saw the continuation of industrialisation when manufacturing
becoming the largest economy, with rapid infrastructure development of ports, airport,
road transportation and telecommunications to match. With a steady growth of
economy, it seemed like the technical education of Singapore was adequate to feed
this growth. With production moving from simple processes to more sophisticated
ones, Singapore needed to build manpower with both the skill and knowledge in quality
control and productivity if it wanted to convince companies to set up their research and
development (R&D) activities locally (Sathikh 2011). With the vocational schools, the
specialist training centres, the two polytechnics and the university producing sufficient
manpower, Singapore’s government turned its attention to establishing statutory
bodies that will have the task of training the existing technical manpower in quality
control, productivity techniques and best practices for standardization. The National
Productivity Board (NPB) was established in 1972 for this purpose. The NPB has since
been renamed twice, once to Singapore Institute of Standards ad Industrial Research
(SISIR) to its present form, Standards, Productivity and Innovation Board (SPRING
Singapore).
As for design education, NAFA and BVI remained the only source of (still) skill based
creative artists to support the advertising and media industries, which had established
itself by then. Industrial design was not an area that Singapore was interested during
this stage, although the author suspects that the EDB and other statutory bodies such
as Trade and Development Board (TDB) had been wondering what would be the next
beyond, manufacturing, assembly, quality & productivity and R&D.
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1980 S – E NTER D ESIGN AND D ESIGN E DUCATION
As a part of Singapore’s effort to move into ‘knowledge-intensive activities such as
R&D, engineering design and computer software services’ and to develop ‘Singapore as
a premier international trade hub and to promote the nation’s goods and services’
(Sathikh 2011), Singapore turned to industrial design, initially by encouraging talented
students to study aboard through scholarships. Pioneering batch of students who came
back after their studies were absorbed by SISIR, which had started a design consulting
group in the early 1980s, to support Singapore industries upgrade themselves through
design. Nothing significant was initiated by the Government towards establishing
design or design education in Singapore till the late 1980s, when the Trade
Development Board (TDB) set up a Design Centre to promote design awareness, design
education and the business of design. In 1988, the TDB, together with the Designers
Association Singapore, organised the First International Design Forum together with
the Singapore Design Awards (SDA) and the Young Designers Award (YDA). This forum,
together with an exhibition that highlighted several countries at the forefront of design
and the display of award winning designs, attracted designers, design students and
design educators from around the world. This, in author’s opinion, helped in creating a
positive atmosphere that was conducive to establishing tertiary level education.
In 1989, a third polytechnic working committee was appointed to study the
establishment of a polytechnic to offer three year diplomas in areas beyond the
traditional realm of technical education. This paved the way for the Temasek
Polytechnic, which was to have a School of Design besides several other schools within
it. On another development, a Catholic priest, Brother Joseph McNally (Fig.2) founded a
small school to teach art and design in the east of Singapore, which soon gained
popularity amongst students and the general public; and sponsorship from the
Singapore Airlines (for a period of time) to become LaSalle – college of the arts today.
LaSalle offers certificates, diplomas, Bachelors’ and Masters in art, design, media,
performing arts, art history, art management and others.

Figure 2. Late Brother Joseph McNally, founder of LaSalle – college of the arts:
Source: http://www.lasalle.edu.sg/

1990 S – S TART OF DESIGN EDUCATION ERA
April 1990 saw the official establishment of Temasek Polytechnic and with that,
students with artistic talents could do a three-year diploma in product design or graphic
design. Temasek Polytechnic, which was housed in different locations in Singapore got
its own buildings in 1995 by which time, it had graduated two batches of designers. At
the private education level Raffles Design Institute was started in 1990 to initially offer
a three year diploma level course in fashion design and within a short period offered
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courses in 3D design and interior design, multimedia design, etc. Mid 1990s saw the
establishment of the fourth polytechnic, Nanyang Polytechnic that offered a three-year
diploma in industrial design. In 1999, the grand old institution of Nanyang Academy of
Fine Arts (NAFA) had its status upgraded by the government to that of a tertiary
institution paving the way for NAFA to offer courses in both diploma level as well as
undergraduate level. The year 1999, was also when the National University of
Singapore started a four year Bachelor of Art (Hons) degree programme in industrial
design under the Faculty of Architecture and Planning (now renamed as the School of
Design and Environment). Singapore Polytechnic, one of the earliest polytechnics in
Singapore also started diploma programmes in areas related to design.
2000 TO THE PRESENT
With the start of the new millennium, the government set up ‘the Economic Review
Committee (ERC) bringing together local and foreign experts from each sector of the
economy to fundamentally review Singapore’s development strategy, and formulate
strategies to upgrade, transform and revitalise the economy’ (Sathikh 2011). As a part
of the ERC, a subcommittee on Service Industries was set up to evolve a ‘Creative
Industries Development Strategy’ for Singapore. Based on this subcommittee’s
recommendations, The DesignSingapore Council was formed under the Ministry of
Information, Communication and the Arts (MICA) to oversee all aspect of design
activities in Singapore. Acting on another recommendation from the same
subcommittee, the Nanyang Technological University (NTU) opened the School of Art,
Design and Media (ADM), in 2005, to offer a four year Bachelor of Fine Arts (Hons) –
BFA (Hons) – degree in six different areas of design and media. Figure 3 shows the
iconic building, which houses ADM within NTU. The wide ranging activities of
DesignSingapore, together with a global awareness of the rapid development in
internet and related technologies, has lead design education in Singapore in the 2000s,
with diploma level and undergraduate level courses being offered in wide range of
areas within design and media, including animation, interactive media, amongst others.
This global awareness has also lead the Economic Development Board (EDB) of
Singapore to persuade well known design institutes from the United States of America
to open branches in Singapore. DigiPen Institute of Technology and TISCH from New
York State University were started in the last five years. Today, students wanting to
pursue design education have a lot more to choose apart from industrial/product
design and graphics design/visual communication. In a very interesting manner, the
Institute of Technical Education (ITE), which had catered to vocational education for,
mostly, underachieving junior high school leavers, started a three year certification
courses in design and media as an alternative to the three year diploma courses offered
by the polytechnics. Aspiring students, today, can choose to take up studies in the
course of their choice, in an institution of their choice and at a level and pace that suits
them. This panoramic view of design (and media) education is presented in the next
chapter.
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Figure 3. School of Art, Design and Media, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore
Source: www.ntu.edu.sg

Design within the education system
It is pertinent, at this point for the readers to be introduced to Singapore’s
education system, especially in schools. At the school level, the 6 + 4 + 2 or the 6 + 4 +
3 system of education is dominant. In both the systems, a student spends 6 years in
the primary school and 4 years in the secondary school (junior high school). At the end
of the secondary school the student sits for the GCE ‘O’ level examinations
administered mostly by the Cambridge International Examinations. It is after obtaining
the GCE ‘O’ level certification that a student decides to go for the +2 system or the + 3
system. The +2 system takes the student to a Junior College for 2 years after which
he/she sit s for the GCE ‘A’ level examinations administered by the Cambridge
International Examinations. An ‘A’ level certification allows the student to pursue a
1
bachelor degree programme within Singapore or outside. The +3 system, on the other
hand, allows a student to study for three in a polytechnic (or in this case, at LaSalle –
college of the arts and NAFA) to get a diploma after which he/she could start working
immediately.
Safety nets for underperforming students are also built into the educational system
at all levels to ensure opportunities for students to make up their shortfall and move up
the education ladder at their own pace. For example there is a GCE ‘N’ (normal level)
for underperforming students in the secondary school in which case a student would be
doing a 6 + 5 + (3) system. For students who find themselves with lower than qualifying
grades for polytechnic admission in the ‘O’ Levels or ‘N’ Levels, they can opt to do a
three year National ITE Certificate (NITEC) in any one of the many Institutes of
Technical Education, which is purely a vocational certificate giving the students a skill or
trade. However, NITEC is not the end point in education for these students. Top NITEC
performers are given places in Polytechnics to further themselves through a diploma.
Top diploma holders are also encouraged to join the university to pursue an
undergraduate education. There are examples of Singaporeans who have become

1

All Singapore and permanent resident males have to do National Service in the armed forces, police forces
or the civil defense for a period of 2 years. This is done at the end of +2 or +3 examinations.
Corresponding author: Escola de Disseny i Art | Spain | e-mail: irmaarribas@aaabarcelona.net
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successful businesspeople after going through the arduous route, which started at an
ITE, thus proving the effectiveness of the education system in Singapore.

Design Education: an overview
In the socio-economic climate of a globalised world, Singapore has moved away
from being a manufacturing centre to a knowledge centre, in its bid to attract cutting
edge research and development (R&D) activities of leading companies in science and
technology. This shift has meant more room for lateral expansion of design education
on both directions to encompass art, design and media, from the vertical positioning of
industrial/product design and graphics/visual communication. Design education today
straddles, not only on the traditional pedagogy based on visual thinking, but also on the
astonishing development of information and computing technologies such as,
computer aided design, rapid prototyping/3D printing, motion capture and digital
image processing, amongst the multitude of others. In presenting an overview of design
education in Singapore today, the author has considered this horizontal positioning of
design education by including the areas of media and animation together with product
/industrial design and graphics/visual communication. However courses in fashion
design and merchandising as well as courses in photography and filmmaking have not
been included in this overview.
Table 2 shows the technical institutes, polytechnics, and private and semautonomous art and design schools that offer a post ‘O’ or ‘N’ level programmes and
courses in design and media.
Table 2. Institutions offering post junior high school level design courses
Institution
Institute of
Technical
Education (ITE)

Entry
Qualification
Post Junior High
School (‘O’ Level
or equivalent)

Courses
x
x
x
x
x
x

Nanyang
Polytechnic

Post Junior High
School (‘O” Level
or equivalent)

x
x
x

Post NITEC
x

x
x

Years
Product Design
Visual
Communication
Interactive Media
Design
Space Design
Digital Animation
Visual Effects

3

Industrial Design
Visual
Communication
Space & Interior
Design
Digital Media
Design
(Interaction or
Games or
Animation)
Visual Effects
Motion Graphics
and Broadcast

3
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Ngee Ann
Polytechnic

Post Junior High
School (‘O” Level
or equivalent)

x

Post NITEC

x

x

x

Republic
Polytechnic

Singapore
Polytechnic

Temasek
Polytechnic

Post Junior High
School (‘O” Level
or equivalent)
Post NITEC
Post Junior High
School (‘O” Level
or equivalent)

x
x
x
x
x

Post NITEC

x
x

Post Junior High
School (‘O” Level
or equivalent)

x

Post NITEC

x

x

x
x

Raffles Design
Institute

Post Junior High
School (‘O’ Level
or equivalent)

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

LaSalle – college
of the Arts

Post Junior High
School (‘O” Level
or equivalent)

x
x

Product Design &
Innovation
Multimedia &
Animation
Animation & 3D
Arts
Digital Visual
Effects

3

Diploma

Design for
Interactivity
Game Design
New Media

3

Diploma

Experience and
Product Design
Games Design
and Development
Interior Design
Visual
Communication
and Media Design

3

Diploma

Product &
Industrial Design
Visual
Communication
Interactive Media
Design
Interior
Architecture &
Design
Environment
Design

3

Product Design
Transportation
Design
Jewellery Design
Visual
Communication
Interior Design
Multimedia
Design
Animation
Video Game
Design
Product Design
Digital
Communication

3

Advanced
Diploma (private)

3

Diploma (private)
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Nanyang
Academy of Fine
Arts (NAFA)

Post Junior High
School (‘O” Level
or equivalent)

x
x
x
x

Interior Design
Animation
3D Design
Design & Media

3

Diploma

Post NITEC

Table 3 shows the universities that offer a post ‘A’ or diploma level programmes and
courses in design and media.
Table 3. Universities offering tertiary level design courses in Singapore
Institution
National
University of
Singapore (NUS)

Entry
Qualification
Post Senior High
School/Junior
College/
Equivalent

Courses
x
x
x
x

Post Diploma
x
x
x
x

Nanyang
Technological
University (NTU)

Post Senior High
School/Junior
College/
Equivalent

x
x
x
x

Post Diploma

Years
Industrial Design
Transportation
Design
Jewellery Design
Visual
Communication
Interior Design
Multimedia
Design
Animation
Video Game
Design

4

Product Design
Digital
Communication
Interior Design
Animation

4

Type of
Certification
Bachelor of Arts
(Hons) – BA(Hons)

Bachelor of Fine
Arts (Hons) –
BFA(Hons)

Table 4 shows institutes that offer a post diploma level programmes and courses in
design and media. These programmes allow a diploma holder to either ‘top up’ by
spending one more year in an institute or gives a one-year exemption to recognise
earlier studies in the polytechnics or art/design schools. Universities, usually located
abroad, issue the degree certificates.
Table 4. Institutions offering tertiary level design courses in conjunction with other universities
Institution
Singapore
Institute of
Management
(UniSIM)

Entry
Qualification
Specific diploma
in courses
related to visual
communication
from
polytechnics /

Courses
x

Years
Communica
tion Studies
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1 (top up
course)

Type of
Certification
Bachelor of
Design (B.Des) RMIT University,
Australia
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Equivalent

Singapore
Institute of
Technology (SIT)

Specific diploma
in courses
related to
courses
polytechnics /
Equivalent

x
x

x

x

LaSalle – college
of the arts

Post Senior High
School/Junior
College/
Equivalent
Post Diploma
from LaSalle

Diploma holders
from NAFA in
related fields

Digital Art
and
Animation
Game
Design

2 (top up
course)

Bachelor of Arts
(Hons)
Glasgow School of
Art, UK

3 (one year
exemption)

Bachelor of Fine
Arts (BFA)

3 (one year
exemption)

Bachelor of Arts
(BA)

4 (8
semesters)

Bachelor of
Science (BS)
DigiPen Institute
of Technology,
Singapore branch

x

Game
Design

x

Product
Design
Design
Communica
tion
Interior
Design
Animation
Art

3 years for
post senior
high school

x

3D Design :
New
Practice

1 (top up
course)

x

Graphic
Communica
ion

x
x
x

Nanyang
Academy of Fine
Art (NAFA)

Communica
tion Design
Interior
Design

660

2 year for
diploma
holders

1 (top up
course)

Bachelor of Art
(Hons) – BA(Hons)
Various partner
universities
NOTE :
LaSalle’s
partnership with
Goldsmiths,
University of
London is not
included here
since information
is not available

Bachelor of Arts
(Honours) –
BA(Hons)
Loughborough
University, UK
Bachelor of Arts
(Honours) –
BA(Hons)
Loughborough
University, UK
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x

Raffles Design
Institute

Advanced
Diploma from
Raffles Design
Institute

1 (top up
course)

Bachelor of Arts
(Honours) –
BA(Hons)
University of
Central
Lancashire, UK

1 (top up
course)

Bachelor of Arts
(Honours) –
BA(Hons)
UniSIM,
Singapore

1 (top up
course)

Bachelor of
Design (B.Des)
Raffles College of
Higher Education
(private)

3D Design :
Spatial
Design

x

Visual
Communica
tion with
Business

x

Industrial
Design
Transportati
on Design
Jewellery
Design
Visual
Communica
tion
Interior
Design
Multimedia
Design

x
x
x
x
x

Table 5 shows institutes that are branches of famous institutes from abroad, that
offer a post ‘A’ level programmes and courses in design and media.

Table 5.Singapore branches of institutions offering tertiary level courses in design
Institution
DigiPen Institute
of Technology

Level
Post Senior High
School/Junior
College/
Equivalent

Courses
x

Years
Engineering
Product
Development

4

Type of
Certification
Bachelor of
Science (BS)*

Post Diploma

Table 6 shows a university that offers degree programmes, for post ‘O’ level and
diploma holders, in areas that are related in some aspects of design. The degree
programmes offered by this university are unique in the way architectural and
engineering and systems design have been blended together with the analytical end of
engineering education.
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Table 6.University offering tertiary level courses related to design
Institution
Singapore
University of
Technology and
Design (SUTD)*

Level
Post Senior High
School/Junior
College/
Equivalent

Courses
x

Years
Engineering
Product
Development

4

Type of
Certification
Bachelor of
Science (BS)*

Post Diploma

Table 7 shows institutes that offer a postgraduate education in design and areas
related to design and media.

Table 7. Institutions offering post graduate education in design
Institution
National
University of
Singapore (NUS)

Nanyang
Technological
University (NTU)
TISCH, New York
Univesity,
Singapore
Campus

Level

Courses

Years

Type of
Certification
Master of Art

Bachelor degree
in the relevant
field(s)

x

Industrial design

2–3

Master’s degree
in relevant fields

x

Industrial Design

3–5

Doctor of
Philosophy (PhD)

Master’s degree
in related fields

x

Art, design and
media

5

Doctor of
Philosophy (PhD)

Bachelor degree
– not limited to
related fields
alone

x

Animation &
Digital Arts

2

Master of Fine
Arts
NOTE : TISCH,
Singapore
Campus has
decided to close
its campus and
stop student
admissions as of
08 November
2012

Design Education: a panorama
Tables 2 to 7 show that, within a short period of twenty two years since the opening
of a design school in Temasek Polytechnic in 1990, Singapore’s design education scene
has grown many folds, offering programmes and courses at different levels of the
educational spectrum. Unless we understand the underlying learning objectives at each
of the level, there is a possibility that these different institutes may be repeating
themselves in terms of curriculum and syllabus. In the author’s opinion a journey
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through formal design education across the spectrum, from a post ‘O’ level education
to doctoral studies, involves the following learning outcomes :
x
x
x
x
x
x

Techniques
Skill sets
Knowledge Build
Thinking Skills
Strategy
Research /Original output

While risking simplification, these six progressive leaning outcomes could possibly
define a designer’s journey through formal education, any where in the world. How do
these six key learning outcome play out if one considers the different level of design
and media education depicted in tables 2 to 7? In Figure 4, each square or rectangle
depicts a typical level of design education offered in Singapore. Overlaps of these
squares or rectangles depict the approximated overlap of learning outcomes between
two levels of programmes.

Figure 4. A Panoramic model of design education in Singapore

A first glance of the panoramic model of Fig. 4 gives an idea of the learning outcome
expectation of each programme. This is presented in Table 8.
Table 8. Learning outcome expectation in the different design programmes

Programme
NITEC

Learning
outcome
focus
Techniques
and Skill Sets

Diploma

Skill Sets

Top up degree

Knowledge
Build

Other learning
outcomes

Techniques and
Knowledge Build
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Peripheral
learning
outcomes

Thinking Skills

Peer M. Sathikh

Bachelors

Masters
Doctoral

Knowledge
Build

Skill Sets and
Thinking Skills

Strategic
Thinking
Research &
Original Output

Thinking Skills
Strategic
Thinking

Techniques,
Strategic
Thinking
Research &
Original Output
(Philosophy –
not shown in
Fig.4)

From a stand point of design as a profession, one can see from Table 8 that a
bachelor programme in design and media offers the most balanced education and the
diploma programme adequately equips a student with the sufficient learning outcomes
to start working. Masters level programmes start leaning towards strategic thinking and
could be the essential first for a designer embarking on design research and academics.
Doctoral programme suits qualified designers and design educators to attain a higher
level of scholarship required to be an academician.

Discussion
How does this panoramic model fit in with the development model of Singapore?
Going by the direction that Singapore is to be a knowledge hub for this region, one
would expect a logical shift from skill set build to knowledge build to research & original
output in the progress towards design education. However, panning back to the reality
of Singapore being an island nation with only 3.8 million citizens and residents (source:
www.singstat.gov.sg), one could question if Singapore is producing far more designers
than required for such a small nation. The author estimates that easily 1000 students
could be graduating every year at all levels from NITEC till postgraduate studies.
Without a comprehensive study into the job placement of graduating designers, it is
difficult to tell what is excessive and what is the optimum level of design graduates that
Singapore can absorb into meaningful workforce, which would include research and
academics.
What is important from the authors point of view is that design education
programmes, both at the diploma level as well as bachelor level, need to be developed
from ground up to suit the requirements of the nation and the surrounding region of
ASEAN. In that respect, one could acknowledge that Singapore has done well in its
diploma programme and the degree programmes. What seems to be at question is the
wisdom of bringing in ‘top up’ programmes in conjunction with foreign universities,
with the good intention of upgrading a ‘diploma’ designers into a ‘degree’ designers.
The panoramic model of Fig.4 indicates to the possibility that, what is taught in a short
duration of time (usually one year) in top up courses, by roving lecturers from the
parent art schools and universities, in what could be inadequate facilities here in
Singapore, could be detrimental to the aims and intent of Singapore to become a
knowledge hub in this region. While the parent art/design schools and universities
maybe famous and respected in the countries of their origin, supplanting an
educational model from another country, in whatever modified form to suit
Singapore’s environment, will not be a long term solution for Singapore. Nor is the
notion that design education standards will be raised to the levels of the country of
origin of the parent school/university through a short cut solution. Case in this point is
the closure of the Singapore branch of TISCH, a famous film school of the New York
State University in USA, on 08 November 2012.
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